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ABSTRACT
VIOLENCE AND HETERONORMATIVITY IN GAY-THEMED FILMS
Anna-Marie Malley, M.A.
Department of Sociology
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Kerry O. Ferris, Director

Drawing from a sample of 15 “gay/lesbian”-themed films shown in theaters in the U.S.
between 1980 to 2016, a qualitative analysis was conducted of the film narratives, looking at the
co-constructions of queer (LGBTQ) identity and violence. Films were selected based on widest
theatrical release within the genre list “Gay/Lesbian.” Both the categories of queer identity and
violence were drawn broadly to incorporate both easily identifiable and “ambiguously” queer
characters, as well as to account for both physical and nonphysical forms of violence. Analysis
identifies plot developments of exclusion, threat, and physical forms of harm as expressions of
violence and argues that to varying degrees these expressions of violence mark queer
protagonists and other queer supporting characters as deviant and/or damned within their
fictitious social realities.
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1. INTRODUCTION

This project is a content analysis of popular movies with narratives that explore queer
identity and experience, with a specific focus on how depictions of violence are incorporated
within these narratives. The project focuses on the portrayal of acts of violence committed by
and against queer characters, but with a broad interest in how violence can be used to police
gendered and sexual expression more generally. I argue that the relationship “queer” (used here
as a neutral umbrella term for LGBTQ+) characters have to violence marks them as deviant even
within films that portray queer characters in a sympathetic way. Movies bring to life fictional and
dramatized versions of people and situations, communicating ways of interpreting instances of
real-life violence and discrimination. Movies reflect cultural understandings of the way people
embody and respond to (queer) gender and sexuality (Lucal & Miller 2013; McLearan 2016;
Pullen 2011).
Movies are reflective of the perceptions we hold of everyday people and events. By
repeated exposure to certain images and themes, individuals draw upon these very perceptions in
the construction of reality (Sutherland & Feltey 2013). The messages embedded within movies
and other forms of media are important when looking at how they reflect experiences of groups,
especially with whom we are unfamiliar. Exposure to mediated messages that involve
misinformed views and stereotypes of groups may mean that individual experiences are
overlooked (Brooks & Hebert 2006). As people who identify as queer make up only a fraction of

the population and as they are not always highly visible (especially when they do not embody
certain expectations or stereotypes), queer-themed films may be instrumental in guiding
audiences’ perceptions of what it means to be queer (Gates 2017; GLAAD 2016).
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Understandings of Gender and Sexuality

Contemporary and historical understandings of homosexuality and forms of gender
diversity as deviant are rooted in historical interpretations that were codified by various
institutions. The role of medical institutions is a particularly good example as it applied the
designation of homosexuality and other forms of nonconformity as psychiatric illnesses as a way
of expressing stigma and exposing, policing, and limiting unwanted behaviors (Drescher 2010;
Herek 2010). Psychiatrists were responsible for categorizing and giving visibility to sexual
difference as a form of sexual identity (Foucault 1978).
The Christian Right argues that homosexuality is a perversion that goes against God’s
moral standard (Adam 2003; Herek 2004; Woodford, Levy, & Walls 2012). Religiously based
arguments on the morality of homosexuality and gender nonconformity are notable and arguably
central to the construction of queer identity. The United States is still a majority Christian nation
(Ganzevort, van der Laan, & Olsman 2011). Importantly, the way people’s religious beliefs
shape their opinions toward social issues such as inclusion or acceptance of queer people is not at
all uniform, nor is it always negative (Woodford, Levy, & Walls 2012). The interpretation of
Christian doctrines has important consequences for how the US as a collective has responded to
queer people and their issues both historically and currently (Woodford, Levy, & Walls 2012).
Much of the current opposition to LGBT rights in the United States comes from Evangelical

Protestants and other religious groups (Adam 2003). Evangelical Christians, who make up
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about about 22% of the population in the US and who have strong ties with the Republican Party
(Adam 2003), tend to have explicitly negative views toward queer people and their demands for
rights and inclusion (Adams 2003).
Homosexuality is a significant concern to the political discourses projected by religious
conservatives. As Adam (2003) states, identifying an enemy such as communists or homosexuals
is an important strategy for projecting a shared identity. Homosexuals (LGBT/queer people) are
the destructive (dangerous) Other that serves as a symbol of the evils of this world that Christians
(Evangelicals and other conservative Protestants in particular) must stand in opposition and
moral contrast to (Ganzevort, van der Laan, & Olsman 2011). In addition to the spiritual and
cultural assault of homosexuality and the “gay agenda” is the legal issue of forced recognition of
homosexuals (Ganzevort, van der Laan, & Olsman 2011; Herek 2004). Conservative Christians
now argue that they are being suppressed in their freedom to express their religious beliefs and
moral convictions (Adam 2003). In this way homosexuals are used as both a specific example
and at times a generalized symbol of a satanic liberal agenda destroying the necessary role of
godliness and traditional values in maintaining stable, high-functioning communities in both
churches and the country as a whole.
Homosexuality is not solely marginalized through religious discourses, but through
nationalistic discursive techniques as well. The embodiment of homosexuality is typically
imagined as the feminine gay man; this stands in stark and unappreciated contrast to the heavily
masculinized identity of a collective patriotic American identity that prides itself on rugged
individualism (often expressed in a desire for small government) and military strength (Adam
2003). Being gay is seen as weak and forsaking a masculine identity, either by not performing a

hetero-masculine gender identity or by opting out of a male-headed household arrangement.
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Homosexuals are also sometimes portrayed as “elites” using their economic privilege to
undermine the values and liberties of “good” working-class Americans (Adam 2003).
Despite the negative beliefs and labels attached to queer people historically to the present,
stigmatizing perceptions are not now nor have they been the only way to understand queer
identity. For LGBT activists along with other who have fought for civil rights and social justice
for various groups, one piece to the process of social change is to frame a particular social reality
as a problem that should be and can be changed (Langstraat 2013). The language people use is
very powerful in constructing their sense of reality (Galtung 1990; Yep 2003); therefore,
language can be used in very strategic ways to challenge existing perspectives.
Heteronormativity is the imposition of heterosexuality as the norm and it is a social
structure that shapes our everyday lives (Herek 2010; Martin & Kazyak 2009). As a result of
heteronormativity, people who fall outside the expected man/woman romantic dyad face unequal
treatment within both institutional arrangements and informal interactions because of their queer
identity (Herek 2010; Yep 2003). Therefore, the exclusion of LGBT people is made to seem
perfectly obvious and justifiable. In addition, heteronormativity not only marginalizes an outgroup (queer people) but also sets a standard for how people in the in-group (cisgender)
heterosexuals should pattern their domestic arrangements (Martin & Kazyak 2009; Yep 2003).
That is to say, heteronormativity organizes both the sexual and nonsexual aspects of our lives
(Martin & Kazyak 2009; Yep 2003).
Heterosexuality is a social construction despite the way that it is portrayed as being
universal and ahistorical (Yep 2003). Queer theory has been utilized to challenge the essentialist
assumptions tied to gender and sexuality. Queer theory is heavily inspired by the contributions of

Foucault (Avila-Saavedra 2009). Plummer (2003) argues that “queer theory is really
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poststructuralism (and postmodernism) applied to sexualities and genders” (520). Within queer
theory is a focus on the power dynamics built into normative expressions of sexuality and gender
(Avila-Saavedra 2009). As Savin-Williams & Ream (2007) point out, there are several studies
that found that sexual behavior does not necessarily match up to sexual identity. In addition,
sexual identity has not been shown to be stable over time. Some “non-straights” come to identify
as straight later, and some “straights” come to identify as queer later (Savin-Williams & Ream
2007).
Gay liberation discourses can also reinforce, reinvent, and embody in slightly reimagined
forms systems of oppression such as homophobia (Butler 1993). The problem is we treat
language, such as identity labels or signs, as if they are fixed. We view these very labels and
signs as if they came out of nowhere and as if they are not serving as the tools or building blocks
by which we tie together all the disparate phenomena that we encounter by their very existence.
In this, we do not sufficiently tie them to their historically specific roots (Butler 1993). Butler
(1993) suggests that instead we should acknowledge the potential for “signifiers” to take on new
meanings in order to try to prevent the possibility of them being used to further the oppression
that such signifiers were meant to resist.

Media Representation

Representation of queer storylines was expressly banned from Hollywood films from
1931 to 1968; this was in accordance with the restriction on “sexual perversion” in the Motion
Picture Production Code (McLearan 2016). Even in this time frame, ambiguously queer
characters were not entirely absent from the movies, most often in the form of effeminate men

(McLearan 2016). Following the end of this restriction, even sympathetic characters engaged
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in homosexual storylines were met with tragic endings, often death (McLearan 2016; Pullen
2011), and even though there is no longer a strict rule against displaying explicitly queer
characters in TV and movies, such characters are not given comparable visibility to cis-hetero
people.
Every year, the Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation releases a report on LGBT
visibility in movies. From a sample of 126 films released in 2015 by major motion picture
studios, only 17.5% included identifiable LGBT characters (GLAAD 2016). For all four years
that GLAAD has released a studio responsibility report, comedy was the genre with the highest
percentage of LGBT-inclusive films. In addition, only 10 of the 22 inclusive films gave their
LGBT character more than five minutes of time on screen (GLAAD 2016). This is telling; much
of the available LGBT representation in movies comes from the incorporation of gay characters
with brief roles in comedic settings. The consistent finding that comedies more than other genres
contain LGBT characters might be explained by the ready-made humor available in playing off
of often disparaging stereotypes (GLAAD 2016). Aggression towards queer characters is also
used as a comedic tool. For example, gay panic humor is still shown in Hollywood films such as
Get Hard or The Wedding Ringer (GLAAD 2016).
Furthermore in relation to the harmful experiences of queer people, McLearan (2016)
argues that movies can obfuscate the relationship between people's personal attitudes about queer
gender/sexual expression and the broader socio-cultural reality of heterosexism. Teal and
Conover-Williams (2016) argue that this high visibility of queer identities within certain aspects
of culture can create an illusion of a society that is much more accepting of queerness than it
actually is. Teal and Conover-Williams (2016) draw a comparison between post-homophobic

arguments with Bonilla-Silva’s conception of color-blind racism. By denying the social
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structural forces and ideological underpinnings that still favor one group at the expense of others
(whites at the expense of people of color and cisgender heterosexuals at the expense of queer
people) it becomes much more difficult to dislodge systems that perpetuate inequality.
There are also several issues with the way bisexuality is depicted on screen. Lucal and
Miller (2013) explain that the way in which a commonly strict adherence to a gender binary (in
both real life and movies) is assumed serves to erase the identities and experiences of bisexual
and trans people. Male bisexuality in particular is not frequently depicted in popular media and is
often invalidated in popular opinion and everyday interactions (Teal & Conover-Williams 2016).
These representations contribute to a culture where bisexuals frequently face prejudice from both
heterosexual and homosexual people alike (Calton et al. 2015).

Understanding Violence

Button, O’Connell, and Gealt (2012) state “Reports suggest that between 57 and 92% of
youth who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, sexually uncertain, or attracted to the same sex have either
been verbally, physically, or sexually victimized” (20). Many queer youth have left their homes
because of physical as well as other forms of abuse (Page 2017). Although acceptance for LGBT
people has increased significantly, for some same-sex couples, being together in public opens up
the possibility for harassment or assault (Wolff 2017). Title VII nondiscrimination protections do
not encompass sexual orientation and gender identity; this means that married people in samesex marriages can be fired in certain states (Page 2017; Wolff 2017). Consequently, it is reported
that more than 1 in 4 queer people face workplace discrimination at some point in their lives
(Teal & Conover-Williams 2016). In addition to this, it is estimated that between 20-40% of

homeless youth are LGBT, even though LGBT people make up less than ten percent of the

9	
  

total population (Page 2017). Wolff (2017) points out that even in an environment of changing
laws and policies, queer people in many cases still respond with suspicion when navigating
particular institutional arrangements.
Galtung (1969) offers the following potential interpretation for violence: “Violence is
present when human beings are being influenced so that their actual somatic and mental
realizations are below their potential realizations” (168). To put it plainly, this means that
anything that makes a person worse off (either physically or psychologically) than they could
possibly be can be regarded as violence. He uses the example of a person dying of a particular
illness such as tuberculosis. If a person were to die of this illness at a time when no known
treatment or cure was known or available, then that person’s death would not be regarded as
violence. If instead, a person were to die of an illness that could have been prevented or cured if
they had not been denied access to existing forms of medical care, then that indeed can be
understood as a form of violence.
Galtung (1969) defends such a broad interpretation of violence by claiming that
movements that seek peace and social justice need to conceptualize violence without limiting it
to actions with specific actors that are intentional and that cause bodily harm. In the following
sections, violence against queer people will be discussed as broad interlocking sets of
experiences framed as queerphobic violence (directly violent acts believed to be motivated by
hatred or negative feelings towards queer people), heterosexist discrimination (mistreatment
towards queer people that is enabled by legal and institutional arrangements that either explicitly
or implicitly privilege cisgender heterosexuals), and heteronormativity (a deeply entrenched
cultural standard that values a two-category, biologically determined gender system in which

people are expected to sexually pair off with members of the opposite gender) (Herek 2004;
Martin & Kazyak 2009;Yep 2003).
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3. METHODS

Selecting and Accessing Films

Choosing an appropriate selection of films that were both (1) popular and (2) that offers
some kind of analyzable representation of queer existence was an important early step in not
only completing the research project but also, to a degree, in developing the research question.
This is because the content itself guides what specific questions can be asked or answered
regarding its function as a social and cultural device. As Leung (2008) points out, there are
different ways to define queer films. Queer films could be considered (1) films directed by queer
individuals, (2) films with thematic content relevant to queer audiences, or as a third option (3)
any films that draw in a queer audience. Leung (2008) argues that any film has the potential to be
“queered” by being subjected to a critical reading of the films by those with a queer
subjectivity. For my purposes I decided queer-themed films would be understood as the second
definition presented. This is not to be confused with LGBT-inclusive films. LGBT-inclusive
films are movies with recognizable LGBTQ characters. Queer-themed films inevitably will be
LGBTQ inclusive and will also present queer characters and/or storylines that are significant and
indispensable to the plot.
Films were selected from the genre “Gay/Lesbian” off of BoxOfficeMojo.com, a website
owned and operated by IMDb. The Gay/Lesbian genre list includes films released from 1980 to

present and, according to the site, are "movies that primarily deal with homosexual themes or
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where the main characters are gay." This website offers a feature where film are listed highest to
lowest or vice versa based on gross, adjusted gross, number of theaters, number of theaters on
opening week, year, etc. In order to guarantee that the film sample was of movies that were
sufficiently popular or mainstream, films were included into this project based on rankings of
which films were released in the highest number of theaters in the United States. Therefore the
movies included in the sample were films that were available to be seen by the largest numbers
of moviegoers as opposed to the films that ended up drawing in the most viewers. The table
below gives a list of the films included in this project, along with the year each film was released
(in the US) and the number of theaters that played the film (BoxOfficeMojo 2016).
The reason that the widest theatrical release is used instead of highest grossing is because
I wanted to focus in on what kinds of depictions of queer people seems showable or marketable.
How are queer characters pictured in mainstream media, specifically movies? It seems to me that
the types of narratives that are put forth are resistant to positive feedback and audience
engagement (especially) when they involve people who don’t represent hegemonic ideals (Avila
Saavedra 2009: Brooks & Hebert 2006). As Sutherland and Feltey (2013) point out, Hollywood
films are known for promoting important “American myths”; this includes heteronormativity.
For example, it’s interesting to note that two of the fifteen films (The Next Best Thing and The
Object of My Affection) focus on a gay man and a straight woman who try to co-parent a child.
That is a very interesting and specific plotline to appear twice within this small sample of films,
especially considering not one of the films of this sample taken from the genre list Gay/Lesbian
focuses on a lesbian romance.
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Gay/Lesbian Films with Broadest Theatrical Release
Film Title

Year Theaters Rating

Bruno

2009 2,759

R

Interview with the Vampire: The Vampire
Chronicles

1994 2,604

R

In & Out

1997 2,452

PG-13

Alexander

2004 2,445

R

Rent

2005 2,433

PG-13

The Imitation Game

2014 2,402

PG-13

The Talented Mr. Ripley

1999 2,369

R

The Birdcage

1996 2,285

R

Brokeback Mountain

2005 2,089

R

The Next Best Thing

2000 2,035

PG-13

The Object of My Affection

1998 1,990

R

Boat Trip

2003 1,803

R

Philadelphia

1993 1,604

PG-13

Moonlight

2016 1,564

R

To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie
Newmar

1995 1,489

PG-13

Within the sample, the number of theaters ranges from 2,759 (Bruno) to 1,489 (To Wong
Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar). For the most widely available films within the genre
Gay/Lesbian, these films were shown in significantly fewer theaters than many popular
contemporary films. Films such as Disney’s 2016 release of Beauty and The Beast and Marvel’s
Avengers were both shown in over 4,000 theaters nationwide (BoxOfficeMojo.com). The

release dates for the films included in this project range from 1993 (Philadelphia) to 2016
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(Moonlight).
All films were viewed in a home setting either by DVD or through online streaming
services. DVDs included personal copies, copies borrowed from friends, and library rentals
through the school and local library system. Streaming services utilized include Netflix, Hulu,
Amazon Prime, and Movieplex. Using both DVDs and online streaming allowed me to pause
and rewind all films as needed, as well as revisit films in part or completely multiple times. In
some circumstances short clips of the movies were viewed again through YouTube. In addition
some films were watched with director’s commentary.

Analyzing the Films

The thesis involves examining the way both gendered/sexual identity and violence comes
together in films. The style of this research includes a critical approach to analyzing the portrayal
of LGBTQ people as well as what I refer to as “heteronormative” characters. The analysis builds
from the idea that LGBTQ people must be given equal social and legal standing in order to
achieve a more just society, and what queer characters and their storylines portray is both a
reflection of and an invitation towards perspectives that can move us closer or further away from
that goal. The analysis of this project will propose explanations of ways that film narratives
either promote or undermine just and humane representations of queer people.
Notable characters will be divided into three categories: heteronormative, queer, and
ambiguously queer. To be heteronormative is to be cis-hetero (cisgender, heterosexual) or
unmarked (gender and/or sexuality of the character is not explicitly expressed). To be queer is to
be marked as notably outside of an assumed heteronormative standard in terms of being

identified as something other than heterosexual or cisgender. In most cases characters marked

15	
  

as queer will be identifiable as homosexual or bisexual, but characters may be designated as
queer to their storylines if they engage in same-sex sexual behavior or opposite-sex or nonbinary
gendered presentation. To be ambiguously queer is to have qualities or behaviors that could be
interpreted as homosexual, bisexual, or trans. In cases where characters are marked as
ambiguously queer, justifications and discussion will be offered regarding this categorization
choice. Characters may also be also marked by their apparent race and gender and this
information will be used to understand what kind of perspectives or subjectivities are offered in
each film.
As each film was viewed, significant features of the film including various actions and
processes that can be interpreted as violence were noted. Scenes that involve assault, threats,
insults, and institutional discrimination along with other interesting events were noted and
described. Counting instances of physically violent actions only allows us to analyze concrete
events. But within the layering of many movies are themes illustrating processes of
marginalization, resulting in material, social, and psychological forms of deprivation and,
oftentimes indirectly, physical harm. Instead of solely looking at specific scenes of recognizable
forms of direct violence (often physical), the purpose of this project is to look at connected forms
of enacted and even potential violence as it is presented throughout the film. To see how this is
brought to life in films it is necessary to note the structural forces that are directly or indirectly
implicated in shaping the behaviors, interactions, and outcomes of relevant characters. This
allows for the identification of what Galtung (1969; 1990) refers to as structural violence, violent
outcomes that are systematic and cannot be (solely) attributed to individual actors. Going one
step further we can look at the discourses exhibited throughout various scenes within a film that

normalize or otherwise render violent actions or outcomes unseen and unproblematized (what
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Galtung [1990] would refer to as cultural violence).
Another piece of the narrative to be analyzed is violence that is not depicted on screen but
is instead realized via the storytelling of a character within the film. In some instances characters
can describe their backstories or another character’s backstory by giving accounts of an attack
the person witnessed, bragging about harming or bullying another individual, or retelling a
situation where they found themselves the victim of attack or on the receiving end of harmful
actions. This might include rumors, substantiated or not, of violent encounters involving anyone
(whether or not they appear as a character in the film). When these accounts contribute to an
atmosphere of violence or fear, they were noted as secondary depictions of violence. Examples
of this include Ennis telling Jack that he was shown the corpse of a gay man who was tortured
and killed or Terrell and Kev talking about kids Kev beat up in the past.
For the project I’m undertaking I used constant comparative analysis; I started data
analysis as I was watching and taking notes on the films. The process of data collection and data
analysis were not sequentially different parts of the process (Marvasti 2004; Suddaby 2006). This
means that the process of categorization and abstraction developed naturally and uninhibited as I
went through the process of collecting notes to be used as data (Cho & Lee 2014). I wrote short
overviews of the elements of the narrative that were the most relevant to the topics of violence
and queer identity. Memos were usually written immediately after viewing a film, or otherwise
within a day of initially viewing the film. Emerging themes that immediately caught my attention
while viewing the film were laid out in writing along with comparisons between other films
within the sample. These memos were highly unstructured, purposely making space for the
incorporation of underdeveloped ideas. I allowed my personal reactions to be incorporated into

the memo writing process as I believed using those reactions could help me detect themes that

17	
  

I had yet to engage with on a critical and analytical level. This gave me the opportunity to mark
various elements of the films as potentially significant until I could meaningfully articulate or
build a defense around a particular argument. Oftentimes, additional memos were written to
revisit movies that had been viewed earlier, usually offering slightly revised or evolved
interpretations of the discourses laid out in that particular movie narrative.
For some of the films, background reading was done to learn a little about the
background on how the films were created. For example, since Bruno was built upon a collection
of unscripted pranks, it helped for me to understand what was really guiding the progression of
the film. This also helped me to understand a little more of the backstory of films like In & Out
and Moonlight. This gave me some limited context by which to understand the circumstances in
which the films were made.
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4. ANALYSIS
When queer characters are shown as protagonists, they are often shown in much more
positive ways than they have traditionally been depicted in mainstream media; this is
demonstrated in this collection of films. Although there are many parts of the films’ narratives
that are engaging and provide challenges to heterosexist attitudes and assumptions, in this thesis
I focus attention on the way these films recreate disparaging images of queer life through
expressions of violence. Even when queer characters are presented as protagonists they are also
simultaneously shown as deviant, damned, and sometimes unreachable. The hyper focus on
queer characters’ emotional dramas with an insufficiently critical look at the social issues
depicted in the various films lead to the (mostly) covert reproduction of the trope(s) that queer
characters are inherently deviant.
Exclusion/Marginalization
Queer characters find themselves facing various forms of exclusion and discrimination in
their everyday worlds, often by people they are closest to. When queer characters are
marginalized in ways that are either unproblematized or ways that are under-problematized, the
association of deviance is implicitly shifted onto the queer characters themselves. Queer
characters can often be pushed aside when their deviant sexuality becomes an inconvenience.
They can be mistreated, but they tend to forgive. Queer characters are made marginal by
deferential or yielding status and this marks them as lesser. The characters that enact

homophobic violence are also often the heroic protagonists of the films. The character being
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hurt usually is disempowered and often patient and forgiving in the face of mistreatment (Pullen
2011). Individual contributions to the vulnerability of queer characters is largely disappeared by
focusing on cultural and institutional barriers that hurt queer people, instead of the individual
actors who necessarily make up the cogs in the machine. To put it another way, many of the
storylines of these films are set up so that there is no accountability for heteronormative
characters who enact various forms of queerphobic violence. Quite often characters that
intentionally or unintentionally create hardship or vulnerability for queer characters are the ones
given a hero or ally role by the end of the film.
Queer characters are seen as deserving to face various forms of exclusion or otherwise
it’s made to seem inevitable that they will be excluded even if it’s unfortunate. This may be
because they can be regarded as imitations of something much more natural. In The Next Best
Thing, Robert is pushed out when Abbie finds a romantic partner she wants to marry. Only after
this rift is created between Robert and the rest of the family is it revealed to Robert and to the
film audience that he is not Sam’s biological father. This seems to be a convenient plot
development offering multiple reasons that he is less entitled to be a part of this family. His
jealousy is causing him to act aggressively, he’s not a romantic partner, and he’s not Sam’s
“real” father anyway. This layering of reasons better hides the way he is marginalized within this
family for being gay. It is also convenient that the strategy that Abbie’s lawyer uses is to openly
denigrate his character and denounce his capacity to be a father because he is a homosexual. She
shouts at the lawyer during the trial: “You don’t have to kick the shit out of him.” However, it
seems more likely that if she really cared for Robert she wouldn’t have chosen a lawyer that

would handle her family with such flagrant disrespect, and she would have proactively
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established boundaries for how she expected him to represent her in this case.
Abbie (The Next Best Thing) and Val (The Birdcage), despite the different roles in the
family structure (co-parent vs. child), are actually given similar roles as legally (Abbie) or
socially (Val) privileged heterosexual characters. They are both the obstacles that drive the
conflict and the sources of love that protect and reinstate the queer character’s position by the
end of the film. There is no expression of guilt or apology for outcomes they cause; instead, there
is a show of compassion and love. The power to choose when someone’s family membership is
legitimate or convenient enough to acknowledge is perhaps one of the most significant aspects of
persistent heteronormativity that appear within these films.
Cameron (In & Out), a famous movie star, outs his former teacher Howard Brackett as
being gay. More specifically, he announces that his former teacher is gay based on an
unconfirmed assumption. As a result of this, Howard loses his job working at a high school in
Indiana. Cameron learns that Howard lost his job and decides to show up at the school
graduation and with the audience of everyone attending the graduation challenges the principal
on his decision to fire Howard. Although Cameron never meant to cause trouble for Howard, he
put Howard in a compromised position by publicly speculating on his sexuality. Because of this,
Howard receives intrusive media attention that follows him to his place of employment.
Cameron takes the time to challenge the discrimination Howard faces as a result of this, but he
doesn’t apologize for the consequences of his carelessness. He stands out as a heroic character
and not for the recklessness of outing a gay schoolteacher in Indiana in the 1990s.
Another important example of an imperfect ally character is Joe Miller, Andrew
Beckett’s lawyer in the film Philadelphia. Joe Miller shows open contempt for homosexual men

throughout most of the film. He calls them disgusting and mocks them when he’s talking with
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his wife at home. Even after he agrees to take Andy’s case it’s clear that he still harbors
prejudice against homosexuals. He admits that like most of the jury he’s speaking before he
doesn’t approve of Andy’s lifestyle, but that doesn’t change the fact that terminating Andy’s
employment was unlawful. Even though his perspective on Andy (and likely also gay men in
general as a consequence) seems to evolve over the course of the film, he never explicitly
addresses the hatefulness of his prejudice, nor does he ever apologize for the discriminatory
attitudes he expressed both privately and within the courtroom as Andy’s defender. The only
aspect of Joe’s character that is emphasized towards the end of the film is his willingness to
show compassion and stand up for Andy, even if it’s someone whom he (along with the rest of
society) has rejected. Andy takes on a disempowered position through most of the film. He is
slut-shamed in court, his sexual history explored despite how irrelevant it actually is to the case.
His body becomes the source of spectacle as he laboriously takes off his shirt to reveal noticeable
expressions of the disease on his body before the court. He is seen as requiring kindness instead
of respect. Compassion is shown as a viable path to justice, or at least a sufficient substitute.
Joe, a person who’s dead from the start in The Next Best Thing, is an important tragic plot
device without even being a character. He exists to show how queer characters face
discrimination without having any emotional impact. Because he is never shown as living, Joe is
not a person at all, he is an issue. He is so perfectly invisible we never even see him; at his
funeral we only see a picture and a closed casket. This isn’t even the story of his mourning lover,
David. The film techniques used to promote an emotional response, close-ups, cues in music,
scenes of David alone processing his emotions before or after, are not there. The scene is about
David and yet he seems so irrelevant and temporary (even though he is a recurring character).

Therefore this scene potentially exists to show that Abbie, the straight main character, hangs
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out with a group of gay men; this is the kind of situation gay men have to deal with, and she is
there to support them. To the extent that this critique holds up, there are multiple levels of
displacement within this scene, some of it is intentionally written into the film, and other aspects
of it seem to be oversight.
In Boat Trip, the two straight male main characters mistakenly find themselves on a
cruise ship that caters to gay men. This actually happens as a form of revenge that the gay travel
agent does to Nick and Jerry because Nick insulted the travel agent’s partner not knowing he was
in a relationship with the manager. When Nick and Jerry realize what clientele the cruise caters
to, they are distressed and panicked to be there. Nick in his desperation to escape the boat
accidentally shoots down a helicopter with a flare gun. It’s not the characters so much as the
storywriters imposing an inappropriate backdrop for a romantic comedy about two buddies
(heterosexual guys) trying to find love and sex. However, both Jerry and Nick use their situation
to pretend to be gay men in order to trick women into more physically intimate situations. A few
of the films such as Boat Trip and The Next Best Thing are frustrating as part of a broader trend
to not only center people with more privileged identities while marginalizing others but to use
limited spaces and moments given to more marginalized groups (queer people being the primary
example in this project) and reducing these visions of life and identity to a prop or a decoration
to suit the imagination of a more privileged, majority group.
While dealing with exclusion and marginalization, it’s also relevant to bring attention to
how isolated many of these characters are. Characters like Alan (The Imitation Game) and
Chiron (Moonlight) are only shown as having one friend in school, Christopher and Kev,
respectively. Both friendships are shown as romantic and playing into a seemingly life-long

desire. Christopher dies when he and Alan are children, although he remains Alan Turing’s
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true love into Alan’s adult life. Chiron is also seen as a loner and is brutally bullied as a child and
teenager. With the exception of Juan and Teresa, adults who function as loving parental figures,
Kev is the only friend that Chiron is shown to have. One night after having a heart to heart chat
they have sex where they’re sitting on the beach. After that scene, Kev is seen at school being
pressured by Terrell (the ringleader of Chiron’s bullies) to beat up Chiron, which he reluctantly
does. The next day Chiron is arrested and sent away to jail for attacking Terrell. The film skips
ahead to a point when Chiron is living as a drug dealer. He gets a call from Kev several years
later, his first interaction with him since he was arrested.
When Chiron goes to Kev’s house he admits that Kev is the only one who’s ever touched
him. This seems to indicate two things: 1) Kev plays the role of Chiron’s true love in this film,
and 2) Chiron, now an adult, has never been in a relationship. Although Chiron’s story ends
there, open to a happy ending now that Chiron and Kev have reconnected, Chiron’s story is one
where he was for most of his life cut off from having many meaningful relationships. Ennis, like
Chiron, is also shown as someone who is quiet. As he reveals to Jack, his parents died and his
brother and sister took care of him for a while until they shut him out. His love for Jack exists
throughout the course of the film, the film ends with him looking at Jack’s old jacket and a photo
of Brokeback Mountain both hanging on the closet door in his trailer home where he lives alone.
He like Chiron is shown as having an opportunity to reconnect to other people because he is
willing to skip work to go to the wedding of his estranged daughter. Despite the optimistic takes
available in both these films (Moonlight and Brokeback Mountain), both of their protagonists
stand out for being quiet and disconnected characters.

In terms of exclusion, it is important to note that queer characters are (or in some cases
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appear to be) legally disadvantaged. We see this in interactions with law enforcement. Dollard
argues that Vida, Noxie, and Chi Chi in To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar are
a damaging perversion to the community as justification for going after them with the intention
of arresting them. Using a megaphone, he argues: “…Don’t protect these freaks...Corrupting you
in their way of life, changing the way things have always been; I really don’t think that’s what
you want.” In Moonlight, Chiron after years of being brutally bullied attacks his bully during a
class, causing him to be arrested while the other boys who attacked him in front of a crowd of
students who gathered around to see the fight were never caught. Even though Terrell and a
group of other boys bully him mercilessly, it is Chiron who is eventually led off in handcuffs.
After this the film jumps ahead to Chiron as an adult making a living as a drug dealer, even
though as a child he hated that Juan was a drug dealer. In Rent, Maureen and Joanne are putting
on a production as a form of protest against Benny’s decision to evict several of the people living
in that area. Even though the protest actions are not at all violent, the police raid the event
causing chaos and several arrests, functionally shutting down the event. In this they are marked
as outsiders, with the suspicion of criminal intent.
In civil court cases the queer characters Andy (Philadelphia) and Robert (The Next Best
Thing) are the plaintiffs yet both are brought under questioning as being less moral and less
trustworthy for being gay. After Abbie leaves with their son Sam in the middle of the night, he
seeks out legal counsel to represent him in a custody case. Although the lawyer he works with is
amiable, she is upfront with Robert when she tells him that his chances of winning the case are
slim. During the trial, Abbie’s lawyer shames Robert for being unfit for the role of a father

because he is an acting homosexual. Robert doesn’t win his case, but luckily for him Abbie is
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kind enough to restore his visitation access to Sam.
When Andy decides to bring forth an unlawful termination suit against his former
employer in Philadelphia, he first runs into trouble finding a lawyer willing to represent him in
such an undesirable case (arguing in defense of an AIDS-infected homosexual). When Andy
approaches Joe Miller, Joe openly admits that he simply does not want the case after Andy
pushes him for a straight answer. Joe Miller eventually changes his mind and agrees to represent
Andrew Beckett when he sees him in the library trying to build his case. During the court case
the partners’ lawyer shames Andy for being closeted, building an argument that by withholding
his sexual orientation from his employer he was being deceptive. The lawyer goes on to claim, as
somebody who is gay, the need for secrecy would likely warp his character. In the end, with the
brilliant and passionate defense of Joe, who has come to feel a great deal of compassion for
Andy’s situation, Andy wins his lawsuit. The same day he gets the good news of his case is the
same night he dies in his hospital room. On the one hand he wins the case, which is a happy
conclusion. On the other hand, his victory is tempered by his inevitable death that follows
immediately afterward. The film ends with the home video of Andy as a child during his
memorial service. By the end of this 1993 film, the impressive victory for a gay character
bringing attention to a civil rights violation seems only possible through human sacrifice -- the
narrative of the doomed gay hero.
In The Imitation Game, Alan Turing is the subject of a criminal investigation. Detective
Nock who is convinced he has something to hide investigates Alan Turing. This is because of
Turing’s odd and dismissive behavior towards the two officers who responded to the police call
of a break-in at Turing’s house. Detective Nock digs into his confidential military history with

hope of finding something on him. In the end, Turing is not found guilty of anything except
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involvement with a male prostitute. Although Detective Nock is congratulated by another officer
for the sentencing, Nock is disquieted with sentencing a man for his sexuality when he was
looking into something else entirely, yet this was the result of Nock’s suspicion that something
was off about Alan Turing. It seems then that even when heteronormative characters have no
desire to harm or exclude queer characters, queer characters, like Turing, are inevitably damned
to suffer the consequences of standing apart from society’s ideals. There is no identifiable villain
to this; instead, it seems like there is only the inevitability of Turing’s demise as someone who
isn’t willing or able to do enough to hide who he is.

Threat/Potential for Violence

Noxie (To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar): “People are going to be cruel to
us. It could get violent. Vida, you know, we’ve been there before.”
Ennis (Brokeback Mountain): “There these two old guys ranched up together, down home. Earl
and Rich. They was the joke of the town, even though they were tough old birds. Anyway, they
found Earl dead in an irrigation ditch. They took a tire iron to him, spurred him up and drug him
around by his dick till it pulled off. Yeah I was about nine years old. My daddy made sure me and
my brother seen it. Hell, for all I know he done the job. Two guys livin’ together? No way. We
can get together once in awhile way the hell out in the middle of nowhere, but-”
Several of the films show specific threats or a particular situation or environment with a
heightened potential for violence. Because of the heightened potential for violence that queer
characters encounter, they are prevented or discouraged from participating in their social worlds
to the same extent as their heteronormative counterparts. This includes loss of opportunities for
seeking out and maintaining romantic partnerships, building a sense of community (or family
potentially), and in some cases building a positive sense of identity. Characters are sometimes
shamed for the way they adapt to the threat of violence. They are often seen as foolish if they are

not careful enough in hiding their sexuality (or gender, as is a concern for Vida, Noxie, and Chi

27	
  

Chi). On the other hand, they are possibly seen as jaded or unhinged if they try too hard to keep
their queer identity a secret.
There are forms of loss that are attached specifically to the threat of violence; this loss is
then tied to the character’s personality and role within the film. One form of loss is ending or
avoiding romantic attachments. In the film Philadelphia, a gay athlete hits on Joe Miller (Andy’s
lawyer) in a store, which prompts an angry and threatening response from Joe. He grabs the man
by the collar of his jacket and says to him, “I ought to kick your faggotly little ass.” From this it
can be seen that flirting with another man in public can instigate that type of threatening response
from a straight man (or perhaps to any man who doesn’t want to be perceived as gay).
This danger of being identified as a gay man and the way it complicates attempts to
develop relationships is central to the narrative in Brokeback Mountain. The relationship
between Ennis and Jack is both passionate and painful for the couple as they go through over a
decade of a secret affair where they see each other on seldom occasions and struggle to negotiate
how involved their relationship can be. The fear of discovery and encountering homophobic
violence makes their contact sparse and creates conflict in the time they spend together. The
ever-present fear that Ennis feels seems to be a major contributor to his way of being defensive
and prone to physical aggressiveness. The stubborn hopefulness of Jack makes him foolish and
much more susceptible to becoming a victim. Though these characters have very different
personalities and respond in very different ways to the ubiquitous threat of violence, they are
both still doomed to suffer physically (Jack) or emotionally/psychologically (Ennis).
A similar theme of ubiquitous threat appears in To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything!
Julie Newmar, where none of the drag queens date within the course of the film, except for Chi

Chi. Vida shames Chi Chi for dating a man who has taken a liking to her. She is shamed for
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deceiving him and for destroying the chances of another girl (who is actually a girl) who has a
crush on this same guy. She is also criticized for putting herself at risk. Chi Chi gets mad at Vida
for trying to control her, but eventually Chi Chi decides of her own volition to end the
relationship even though she likes him, and he ends up with the local girl who has a crush on him
instead. The inevitable deception within their relationship made it selfish and inappropriate for
her to pursue a relationship, and she is a noble protagonist for stepping aside for the sake of
allowing a “legitimate” relationship between a boy and a girl to bloom. The combined shaming
for indiscretion that can lead to harm and the selfishness of willingly deceiving the man can’t be
clearly separated out. We also see the issue with Chi Chi’s inappropriate willingness to bring
attention to herself when she flirts in different parts of the film. She’s willing to try to hitch a ride
when their car breaks down. When she goes off on her own they comment that she’s going to get
herself kidnapped. She also decides to go into the hotel, even though Vida and Noxie are
concerned that people are likely to respond negatively to them and they could be in danger. In
frustration Vida remarks, “The child is gonna get herself killed.” She also flirts with the
aggressive gang of young men, physically imposing, who approach the trio giving them hard
stares in order to intimidate them. She says to the men, “I love roughnecks; I’ll be your bread if
you be my butter.” This could be part of the reason why it is Chi Chi instead of either of the
other two whom they try to corner and assault when they find her alone.
For Ennis and Jack, what people don’t know about them can get them killed, a point
Ennis stresses to Jack. The difference between Brokeback Mountain and To Wong Foo, Thanks
for Everything! Julie Newmar seems to be the realization of Ennis’s fear as a queer person.
Whether what is seen on screen is the truth that Jack’s wife is trying to cover up his murder or

simply the imagination of a man who was taught in a highly traumatic way as a child what the
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consequence is for being queer is not made clear. This ambiguity within the storyline
functionally highlights how the potential for violence is not separate from a tangible reality. We
don’t know if Jack was beaten to death or if his wife was telling the truth when she claims he
died in an accident. More importantly, though, Ennis doesn’t know because he can’t know.
Whatever suspicion or confidence he might have in any particular version of events can’t be
confirmed; he must simply continue to coexist within spaces where people like Jack and him can
be threatened, hurt, mistreated, or killed by just about anyone and such violence is sanctioned is
sanctioned against them.
One of the issues that appear in relation to this theme is that moments of extreme
aggression were presented as a possibility to a much greater extent than they occurred. One
striking example is when Vida intervenes when the innkeeper’s husband starts to beat her. Vida
steps in between the two of them, punches Virgil in the face, and the next image shown is him
being pushed through the screen door and falling face first outside. Vida’s physical strength
definitely seems to be a deterrent from the full potential of violence she could face. On the other
hand, this kind of informal and aggressive method of intervention doesn’t address the possibility
that Vida, or the wife Carol Ann, could be in grave danger if he had intention to retaliate against
either of them by beating, stalking or killing them.
The most instructive example of this involved a white police officer pulling over a
vehicle with the multiracial trio of drag queens in a sparse rural area, with his gun visible in the
holster in the camera shot. Although he openly condemns and denigrates Noxie and Chi Chi for
being black and Latino/a and tries to coerce Vida into sex, Vida manages to knock him out and
they escape. As seen in the quote above, the officer vows revenge when his situation is dismissed

by a group of his peers within the police force. Despite the power he has to arrest them by
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claiming they had assaulted an officer and fleeing the scene of a crime, and his success in
locating the town where they’re staying, he doesn’t end up arresting any of the three drag queens,
or for that matter any of the townspeople who are not only hiding the drag queens (who would
now be considered fugitives) but making a public statement of protecting them by claiming to be
drag queens as a way of mocking his efforts.
There is a point in The Birdcage where Albert, appearing before Armand and Val,
threatens suicide. It’s not clear how serious his intentions are because when he’s found later he’s
sitting on a bench. However, when he makes this threat only Agador and Armand are concerned.
The pain that Albert feels from being pushed away by his family can be dismissed because he’s
such a drama queen. Everything that happens to Albert can be played off using the comedic tone
of the film. The same can be said for Chi Chi’s situation. She’s constantly bringing attention to
herself, whereas her two companions are much more reserved and constantly considering what
they need to do to keep themselves safe. This same stereotype is used in Bruno. The title
character goes to a man believed to be a terrorist and requests to be kidnapped, while also giving
him unwanted fashion advice, because he believes it could help him to become famous. He puts
himself in danger because he wants attention.
Bruno also has numerous examples of a queer character being in threatening
environments, as he purposely enters into several different settings that are dangerous, especially
for someone who appears to be or is identifiable as gay. In one example Bruno goes camping
with a bunch of men with hunting rifles in Alabama and flirts with them and later tries to enter
one of their tents naked. Later on, Bruno is literally the center of attention in a wrestling arena
where he starts to make out with Lutz. The men are in great danger in this situation where

several members of the audience are very angry and trying to hurt them by throwing things into
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the ring, including a chair. They also walk through an anti-gay rally while half-naked and
wearing a BDSM suit.
The media attention that is given to Howard and Andy both create the potential for
violence. Being very publicly recognizable as gay means that a person with strong anti-gay
sentiments would easily be able to find them and potentially hurt them. This possibility isn’t
much addressed in either of these films. On the other hand, Howard receives a specific threat
from the principal, but not one of bodily harm. If he doesn’t go through with the wedding (as a
way to prove he’s straight), he will be fired from his position. This brings up another point-- not
all forms of threat are physical. Turing, too, is not able to identify a spy in their midst because
the spy threatens to out him as a gay man.

Physical Aggression/Bodily Harm

This third section looks at the inclination towards physically aggressive behavior
displayed by queer characters, along with their proneness or vulnerability to victimhood of
physical violence. Most films involve some form of physical violence and most films specifically
contain some form of physical violence against a queer character. Not all forms of violence
found within the films related specifically back to homophobic sentiments or motivations, but
very often they did. I argue that the victimization of queer characters often shows them as
condemned. Their engagement in acting out violence not only marks them as deviant but also
damned or doomed in some of the films from this sample. This section broadly discusses how
queer characters exist as both victims and aggressors.

Films like Moonlight, Brokeback Mountain, and The Talented Mr. Ripley focus on the
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effects of violence on queer characters regardless of whether that violence is perpetrated by or
against the queer characters themselves. In all three of the films listed above, the effects of
violence committed by queer characters against others is seen as self-destructive and that leads
the characters down a path to isolation. We see this path to isolation with Chiron beating up his
bully and then being sent to prison in Moonlight, with Ennis threatening to hit his wife after she
brings attention to his affair with Jack before they end up divorced in Brokeback Mountain, and
Tom Ripley killing both Dickie and Peter, the two men he was in love with, leaving him alone in
the world to deal with his own darkness in The Talented Mr. Ripley. These films suggest to their
audiences that they should care about the progression of homophobia to negative life outcomes.
However, showing sympathy for the characters facing the repercussions of their own violent
actions is limited in its potential to eradicate stigma against queer individuals.
Ennis, one of the main characters in the iconic gay romance Brokeback Mountain, is full
of fear and insecurity about the role he has to play as a normative man, which often translates as
rage (against Jack, Alma, and strangers at two separate points in the film) This ultimately leads
to isolation. Fear, in the form of an aggressive, defensive masculinity, doesn’t allow him to
maintain functional relationships with anyone. He is not shown as having a partner, any friends,
or even a close-enough relationship to his daughter to know who she’s been dating for the past
two years. He is developed as a sympathetic character, but he is also shown as broken and toxic.
Drawing from Turing’s imitation game (the question of who is real and who is an
imitation), the best example of imitation in this collection of films is Tom Ripley. In The
Talented Mr. Ripley, Tom kills Peter; the final scene serves to represent that he’s locked in the
“basement” forever. He’s trapped in his own darkness and he will never escape it. Depending on

the audience, this might create negative associations for homosexual men/people and bisexual
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men/people. For many people, there is no such thing as a bisexual person, only people who are
confused about their sexuality. This film does nothing to help lessen such a stereotype when Tom
Ripley literally takes on someone else’s identity and moves back and forth between Dickie,
known to be a charming, promiscuous heterosexual, and himself, a man who remains single and
is best known for his affectionate bonds to other men. Tom Ripley is as confused, troubled, and
violent as they come. He is charming but ultimately furtive, untrustworthy, and dangerous.
An important source of violence is from the ambiguous queer characters like Sheriff
Dollard (To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar) and Nick (Boat Trip) – both
guilty of sexual assault-- along with the vampires (Interview with the Vampire) who, as can often
be expected of vampire characters, kill their prey in a highly eroticized fashion. We see Nick
(Boat Trip) and Sheriff Dollard (To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar) who are
both aggressive in their way of getting themselves into sexual encounters with women, and Nick
and Dollard are both shown at some point in the films as confused and/or questioning their
sexuality. The predatory behaviors of characters who display an ambiguous or confused
sexuality could relate to a perception of them being an imitation at risk of being exposed (as less
of a man in the case of Dollard or Nick and less of a human in the case of the vampires),
subverting the social roles they are attempting to carry out.
Dollard, similarly to Ennis, is shown as having an issue with violent behavior and
defensive masculinity. He is very violent and yet also pathetic and helpless. When he presents
his situation in front of fellow officers they laugh at him for being beaten up by women and he
shouts: “Shut up. Just shut up. I’m going to bring back three corpses here and when you look up
their dresses, if you don’t find something you shouldn’t find... I don’t know what.” He seems to

be quite confused about his sexual orientation. He sits at a bar drinking alone with his confused
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rantings about sexual contact between men. His vengeful attitude towards Vida and the other two
drag queens stems in part because he is laughed at by fellow members of the police force for
being beaten by a woman, and although this detail isn’t known by his fellow officers, he also has
the humiliation of being a man who has made sexual contact with another man by grabbing
Vida’s crotch.
Claudia is another example of imitation (Interview with the Vampire). Claudia as a
vampire with a weak, permanently prepubescent human form is in a very real sense impotent.
While she is able to charm people (particularly shown with women) with her sweet little girl act
and feed off their blood, she is unable to use her vampire bite to turn a human into a vampire that
can be taken as a companion the way vampires can. It is her damnation to inhabit the body of a
child forever that is indicated as the reason that she is obsessed with the adult female body since
it is what she will never have. As the scene opens to her drawing a detailed sketch of a naked
woman as the naked corpse of a woman is laid out on her bed where she sits, Louis narrates,
“Thirty years had passed and her body remained that of an eternal child.” When she is
discovered by Lestat and Louis she shouts, “I wanted her. I wanted to be her.” Though this scene
is not explicitly indicative of sexual desire or identity, the homoerotic tone of this scene is quite
strong and blatant. The symbolism of this can readily be interpreted as her homo-eroticized
desire and despair is very literally an outpouring of her inability to ever embody womanhood or
an adult female sexuality. Towards the end of the film the other vampires kill her and her
companion because the weakness and lack of control that a child vampire embodies is an
abomination that cannot be permitted to exist.

Sonya (Boat Trip) is another example of a violent ambiguously queer character. She is
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not conventionally attractive, particularly in terms of her personality. She is masculinized as
being domineering, aggressive, and physically very strong. Nick describes her as a “blonde,
muscle-bound dwarf.” She is sexually aggressive towards both men and women, insulting and
groping Inga, and forcing Nick into oral sex and humping him while he tries desperately to get
away from her. She does not in any explicit fashion claim sexual desire for women but she refers
to the women of the tanning team as having “hot, luscious popos” and in a later scene she
accuses Inga of getting fat while she grabs her butt and then says she has to check again and
continues to grab her behind as Inga leaves the room. This failure at femininity, along with her
inability or unwillingness to seek out sexual contact with others in a nonviolent manner, might be
the intentional expression of nonnormative (masculine, possibly lesbian or bisexual) gender or
may be an indirect but pointed expression of queer sexuality as disgraceful and predatory.
In some of the films, love between men is also seen as violent; Interview with the
Vampire, The Talented Mr. Ripley, Brokeback Mountain, and Bruno show this. In Bruno, Lutz
calls Straight Dave (Bruno in disguise) a “faggot” from the crowd. He’s welcomed into the
wrestling ring to fight Straight Dave but eventually their fight turns into a love-making session.
In Brokeback Mountain, Jack and Ennis start flirting with each other and Jack tries to lasso
Ennis, but it sours and they end up hitting each other. Companionships in Interview with the
Vampire, like those between Lestat and Louis, are formed by a vampire biting the neck of a
human and having them undergo the agonizing pain of death as a human before taking on the
cursed life of a vampire. In The Talented Mr. Ripley, Tom lies beside Dickie and finally gets the
opportunity to hold him, but that’s only after he’s killed him. Later in the film, as he lays on the

bed with his friend Peter, (Peter and Tom no longer on screen) we hear Peter’s panicked voice
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as he realizes Tom is killing him and the sound of Tom’s sobs after Peter’s voice stops.
Another straightforward expression of the monster trope in any of these films is the
vampires in the one fantasy film that made it onto this themed list. McFarland (2016) points out
that many “scholars, drawing parallels between the lifestyle of the homosexual and the vampire,
largely argue that what makes the vampire attractive yet frightening to the general public is its
embodiment of sexual transgression and difference: queerness at large” (3). Rice’s vampires are
essentially exiled from a normal life when they die to their frail human existence and in some
sense are reborn as vampires. It’s also worthwhile to note that being a vampire is a lifestyle
people are brought into by another vampire, often without any choice, but sometimes willingly.
Just like in our contemporary understandings of sexuality, vampirism is both a matter of nurture
(one becomes a vampire as a result of exposure to a vampire who bites them), and nature
(preying on humans is needed as part of their diet). Furthermore, the film builds upon an early
act of violence in which Lestat turns Louis (the main protagonist) into a vampire in order to keep
him as a companion; companionships are shown as an intimate emotional and domestic
arrangement. Louis from that point forward views his existence as cursed and evil and Lestat as
cruel for what he turned him into.
The idea of imitation might also apply to families in some of these films. In The Talented
Mr. Ripley, Tom goes and lives with Dickie and Marge for a while. He tells Dickie, “You’re the
brother I never had; I’m the brother you never had.” He’s trying to situate himself in Dickie’s
life. He’s trying to establish legitimacy in his relationship to Dickie by establishing a familial
bond. He attacks Dickie when he tries to reject him. Dickie fights back but Tom ends up killing
him. We see the same thing with Lestat, but maybe it’s somewhat reversed. He creates a family

by making Louis and Claudia vampires but they reject him because he’s controlling. He tries to
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manipulate Louis by making Claudia their daughter when Louis first thinks about leaving him.
Tom also manipulates Marge by forging letters from her dead fiancé. Lestat and Tom Ripley are
both aggressive characters, but they are both earnest, embodying a grey area between good and
evil. The morality of it is a question within these films. We see both Tom and Lestat as alone and
vulnerable, their sorrow and loneliness something that makes them appear vulnerable and
helpless, making them more relatable to a film audience. Film audiences are welcomed to
sympathize with queer characters from the safe distance of their role as characters condemned to
a destiny of darkness and isolation.
When discussing family as a form of imitation, Bruno is one of the best examples. He
adopts an African child but displays an attitude that shows he barely sees his son as human, nor
does he take his role as a parent seriously. At one point of the film Bruno is on a talk show
discussing his role as a parent showing his son hung up on a cross to pose as Jesus, in a hot tub
with men having sex, and naked and covered in bees. As a result Bruno loses custody of the
child. While Bruno shows no active desire to harm OJ, he also seems incapable of seeing the
child as anything more than an accessory. Unfortunately, this plays off of and feeds into the
narrative that gay families are less natural than heterosexual married couples with children. In
fact, it plays directly into the negative perception that some people have of gay couples who have
or want to have children-- that they’re willingly putting children into a dysfunctional home
environment for the sake of pretending to be a real family (Stacey & Biblarz 2001).
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5. DISCUSSION
One of the challenges that a project like this can pose is what counts as queer-themed.
While I assumed homosexual characters would appear much more than trans, gender nonbinary,
or intersex characters, I was hoping there would be explicit representation within this list of
gay/lesbian films. Although there are films on the Gay/Lesbian list that are about transgender
characters, they did not have wide-enough theatrical releases to be included in this sample.
Another issue is with what counts as explicitly “queer,” which for the purposes of this project
primarily refers to people who would identify as LGBTQ. Vampire characters in the film
Interview with the Vampire organize their emotional attachments and domestic arrangements
based on seemingly biromantic orientations, but as fantasy creatures, tying this to their sexuality
is a matter of interpretation.
Another focus that is not fully considered in this project is excluding queer people based
on their race and gender. This is another form of cultural violence in which LGBTQ people still
don’t see themselves represented. Queer recurring female characters appear in just a single film.
Two other films have women who I identify as ambiguously queer. Even though women’s issues
are explored throughout several of the films, the collective representation ignores that queer
women exist, embody multiple group identities, and are vulnerable to gendered violence based
on both their gender and their sexuality along with other factors. The same argument can be
made for the representation of people of color (POC). Moonlight is the only film that does not
contain any white queer characters. Consequently, it is the only film that doesn’t center either a

white queer character or a heteronormative character of any race as its primary protagonist. Not
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only do POC queer characters appear much less frequently than do white queer characters (7/15
vs. 15/15 films), but POC characters are much more likely to play supporting roles, often ones
that are heavily stereotyped. This means that the relationship between race and nonnormative
gender and sexual expression remains underexplored and distorted within these films.
One of the important limitations of this project is the question of how much influence
these films could have on the general public. First of all, the current project has no way of
directly or indirectly measuring the influence of these films; therefore, the project itself builds on
the assumption that such forms of media do influence those who consume them. Even so, there
are reasons to be doubtful that this specific selection of films would have a very pronounced
influence on the general public or even on its viewers. One issue is that these films are relatively
obscure despite the methodological aim of finding mainstreamed gay films. (On the other hand,
this definitely supports a general argument that LGBTQ people are underrepresented in popular
culture/media; this actually highlights the relevance of this research.) In addition, 9 of the 15
films were given an R rating, restricting access to minors who are not accompanied by an adult.
This means LGBT adolescents wouldn’t have been able to freely choose to see these films in
theaters at the time of their release. This is arguably important because adolescents in particular
can be vulnerable and can benefit from exposure to positive images and role models (GLAAD
2016; Padva 2006). For another thing, these Hollywood films are not likely to be a predominant
source of media consumption for LGBT people because there are more targeted sources of film
and television programming through slightly more diversified avenues such as streaming devices
(Sutherland & Feltey 2013). Another issue is that gay-sympathetic films are likely to have the
greatest potential influence on audience perception among those who have strongly negative

perceptions toward LGBTQ people; they are, however, unlikely to choose to see films with gay
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protagonists. Despite these limitations, this study provides examples of the normative
conceptions that are presented within film narratives on the identities and avenues of social
integration available for LGBTQ individuals.

Concluding Remarks
Sometimes what we assume is the message we’re getting from a movie isn’t actually the
message we’re taking from it. Queer people are seen as dispossessed in Brokeback Mountain,
Moonlight, and The Talented Mr. Ripley; in this they are damned by the impact of homophobic
violence upon their characters, because of the way they react to it. This in some ways is just
another version, a slightly edited version, of queer individuals as damned by the inherent
immorality or insanity of their queer predilections. The slightly modified narrative on why queer
= broken is in some ways merely a cosmetic change, a more subtle expression of queerphobic
symbolic violence.
More directed discussion might be had on the tenuous relationship the queer characters
have to love in several of the films. Is the breakdown of relationships fairly attributed to the
difficulty of circumstances that would be most believable for a queer character in the majority of
the settings or is the violence that enters into various relationships seen as an inevitable
breakdown of healthy ways of connecting to other people because of the presumed dysfunctional
nature of a queer person? The nature vs. nurture debate is less relevant in how meaningful queer
characters are portrayed. Violent characters like Tom Ripley and Ennis del Mar are meant to
invoke sympathy from the film audiences but that doesn’t mean they don’t come to represent a
certain toxicity and dangerousness of men who can’t conform to heteronormative (and classist)
ideals as they need to in order to feel comfortable and/or safe in their sense of identity.

These films often use themes of violence to create sympathy and a humanizing
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sentiment towards people who are collectively represented through such characters (Pullen
2011). On the other hand, storylines of violence and discrimination are presented in a comedic
tone in several of these films, even in showing situations like being outed in a rural midwestern
town (In & Out) or being harassed and threatened by a group of imposing young men (To Wong
Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar). In some of the films, the viewer is guided to spend a
lot of attention on the way having a marginalized sexuality can warp one’s character. The mere
frequency of these distractions might keep a film audience wondering how much they can be
expected to care about the tribulations of queer people. They still seem like spectacles to serve
as easily forgotten forms of entertainment or educational tools (Pullen 2011). This can serve as
an obstacle of feeling identification with a character that has the greatest humanizing effect. One
of the ways the emotional power (and thus the potential for empathy) is undercut throughout
many of these films is through an uncritically presented power dynamic that exists between
heteronormative and queer characters. In so many of these films, heteronormative characters are
placed within a plotline where they are not held accountable for the roles they play in the lives of
their non-normative counterparts (Teal & Conover-Williams 2016). There are in a few of the
films stories of redemption in relationships while glossing over the pain of rejection, of
disregard, of hostile intentions. Films like Boat Trip and The Next Best Thing show or narrate
years of parental rejection, but there is never any explicit expression of remorse or mention of
wrongdoing, of violence.
Perhaps these films are encouraging a spirit of tolerance among straight audiences but
also dodging the incorporation of scenes that highlight the culpability of homophobic family,
acquaintances, friends, or whoever else in acting in ways that have violent outcomes for queer

people. I suspect that this might be an intentional omission in order to avoid creating negative
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feelings or offense in straight people who make up the majority of people and therefore a needed
demographic in turning a profit, not to mention having the marketability to secure the financial
support needed to create the film (Sutherland & Feltey 2013). This means that patterns found in
these films should be regarded as a matter of institutional influence as much as images that
reflect the acquired meanings belonging to the members of film production (Sutherland & Feltey
2013).
In both what is seen and unseen in these films, I would argue there is a perceptible lack of
respect in the way these films as part of mainstream culture have so much trouble taking queer
lives and ways of being seriously – such as an unwillingness to show intimacy between two
same-sex lovers with the same tenderness that is available in the endless stream of opposite-sex
romances in films. The stereotypes that they enact, recreate, and enforce have power. People do
think that gay people disproportionately are ridiculous and silly or otherwise strange and
unrelatable (McLearan 2016). People do think that relationships between same-sex couples can’t
possibly share the same emotionality and significance as the passion shared between a man and a
woman. Thus the tribulations of people who have same-sex partners are more easily deemed as
frivolous and amusing or just plain weird. They are somehow less real, so the pain queer
characters or even queer people might face is less real because it is marked as different than pain
other people face.
Gay characters are shown as queer as in “weird.” They are frequently out of place,
perhaps something that has been designated a place but something that remains off-color, or even
a recent addition that disturbs that natural flow of everyday life (McLearan 2016). Space is made
for these characters sometimes. Sometimes these characters are asked to or forced to modify

themselves in order to fit into whatever world surrounds them. In some cases they won’t fit
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into their world and whatever intention or attempts they have of fitting into their world (or
someone else’s) are pretty much doomed to fail. In those cases, these characters are seen as
deviant, but also morally redeemed through their tragic role. Characters who embody queer
desire are at times marked as out of control and vulnerable, whereas queer characters who are
shown void of this type of passion are allowed to exist as more functional heroes within their
storylines.
What we often learn from popular culture is that gay or queer is more of a trope that is
fun to use or fascinating to watch than a serious point of perspective, as life and desire to be
fulfilled, an equally legitimate way to be human. The use of the gay character in these
sympathetic films sometimes comes across as a broken promise. The promise of being seen
rather than mocked or shamed, a rescinded invitation to more fully come within the comfort and
protection of public existence with dignity. There is a safety to being portrayed positively and
completely (as in fully formed, fully sexual, fully human, and even fully diverse as a collective
body) in film and elsewhere, an affirmation that it is recognized as an offense to cause harm to
one’s body or spirit. These films and their characters as partially constitutive of perception and
thus also social reality are signals and reference points for the way people will see queer people
and in what ways they can understand and engage with queer people. If the lasting image in
people’s heads is fragmented or flamboyant personalities, it becomes much easier for individuals
to engage in all levels of dismissive, cruel and/or overtly violent behavior.
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